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Abstract
This doctoral thesis explored international university students’ academic 
engagement and factors contributing to its enhancement and impediment. It 
revealed characteristics of international students’ academic engagement by 
demonstrating similarities to and differences among various groups of students, 
including between international student sub-groups and between domestic and 
international students. The four studies that make up this thesis incorporated 
two survey datasets on students’ learning experiences at the University of 
Helsinki – one set for international students at the Bachelor’s and Master’s level, 
and the other set for international and domestic doctoral students.
Studies I and II focused on different subgroups of international Bachelor’s 
and Master’s level students. Study I especially explored the associations of 
different dimensions of students’ teaching-learning environment and academic 
engagement. The purposefulness of the course assignments and the relevance of 
learning contents were associated with adopting a deep approach to learning and 
being organised in their studies. Furthermore, the better the students’ 
perception was of how well their courses were organised and learning contents 
were aligned with each other, the lower was their stress level. The research 
further attempted to show whether the association model differed between two 
major international student cohorts in the same educational context: European 
and Asian international students. Study I concluded that the impacts of 
dimensions of the teaching-learning environment on students’ academic 
engagement did not differ between the student groups. However, the scores 
indicating students’ cognitive engagement, including the surface approach to 
learning and organised studying for the Asian students, were statistically 
significantly higher than those of the European students, but the sizes of the 
differences were considered to be very small. Study II further narrowed the 
scope by analysing Chinese students’ cognitive engagement vis-à-vis the other 
international students, with attention given to the students’ survey extreme 
response styles. The results suggested that the Chinese students used the surface 
approach more than the other students with a small amount of difference, but 
these results warrant additional attention when the students’ extreme response 
 
 
styles are taken into account. Furthermore, the study showed that the Chinese 
students applied the deep approach and organised study as much as the other 
students. The Chinese students might take a deep approach and organise their 
studies even more if the levels of their extreme response styles were equivalent 
to that of the other students.
Studies III and IV shed light on factors associated with international doctoral 
students’ academic engagement in their studies. Study III used both quantitative 
measures and students’ open-ended answers about their academic experiences. 
It addressed influential factors in their experiences of satisfaction with their 
studies and thoughts about abandoning their programmes. Both positive and 
negative factors in research supervision and positive factors in the personal 
domain were significantly associated with student satisfaction. The doctoral 
students’ levels of academic satisfaction were lower in the Faculty of Arts, and 
higher among those who had not yet decided on the format of their doctoral 
thesis: monograph or article-based thesis. In addition, the results suggested that 
students who had problems in supervision and department-related matters, 
including financing, research facilities and administrative responsibilities, were 
more prone to have considered dropping out of their studies. Study IV examined 
the association of doctoral students’ motivation to undertake doctoral studies 
and the levels of their emotional engagement. It demonstrated the differences 
and similarities of the association between international and domestic doctoral 
students by integrating a data-driven statistical approach. The results suggested 
that students who started their doctoral studies with low motivation to extend 
their career prospects were significantly less satisfied. More international 
students than domestic students were classified in the cluster of students who 
began their studies hoping to develop their career prospects with moderate levels 
of research interest.
This thesis contributes to our knowledge of the characteristics of 
international students’ academic engagement by demonstrating that students 
studying in the same educational context appeared to engage in their studies in a 
fairly comparable way. The thesis stresses the importance for university teachers 
to be sensitive about their own understanding of particular groups of students in 
the current, highly diversifying atmosphere of tertiary education. The 
comparison of different groups with the use of effect sizes consistently showed 
only very small or even negligible differences. Therefore, this thesis calls more 
attention to the practical size of differences between different cohorts, which 
have often been reported in previous comparative studies, but without a great 
deal of interpretation. Finally, the four studies could not demonstrate links 
between the students’ positive engagement in their studies and their academic 
peers. Hence, this thesis argues that international students may not take 










Tässä väitöskirjatutkimuksessa tutkittiin kansainvälisten yliopisto-opiskelijoiden 
perus- ja jatko-opintoihin sitoutumista sekä sitoutumiseen liittyviä estäviä ja 
edistäviä tekijöitä. Väitöskirjatutkimuksessa selvitettiin sitoutumisen ominais-
piirteitä havainnollistamalla samankaltaisuuksia ja eroja sekä kansainvälisten 
opiskelijaryhmien että suomalaisten ja kansainvälisten opiskelijaryhmien välillä. 
Osatutkimuksissa selvitettiin opiskelijoiden oppimiskokemuksia Helsingin yli-
opistossa kahden kyselyaineiston avulla. Osatutkimusten I ja II aineisto kerättiin 
kandidaatin ja maisterin tutkintoa suorittavilta kansainvälisiltä opiskelijoilta. 
Osatutkimusten III ja IV aineisto kerättiin tohtorintutkintoa suorittavilta suoma-
laisilta ja kansainvälisiltä tohtoriopiskelijoilta.
Osatutkimukset I ja II tutkivat kansainvälisiä kandidaatin ja maisterin tutkin-
toa suorittavia opiskelijoita. Osatutkimuksessa I tutkittiin erilaisten opetus- ja 
oppimisympäristön ulottuvuuksien yhteyttä opintoihin sitoutumiseen. Lisäksi 
osatutkimuksessa selvitettiin onko kahden suurimman kansainvälisen opiskeli-
jaryhmän, eurooppalaisten ja aasialaisten, välillä eroja. Tulokset osoittivat, että 
ryhmien välillä ei ollut eroja opetus- ja oppimisympäristön yhteydessä opintoi-
hin sitoutumiseen. Tulokset kuitenkin osoittivat, että aasialaisten opiskelijoiden 
kognitiivinen sitoutuminen oli pintasuuntautuneen lähestymistavan ja suunni-
telmallisen opiskelun osalta vahvempaa kuin eurooppalaisten opiskelijoiden. 
Erot ryhmien välillä olivat kuitenkin pieniä. Osatutkimuksessa II tutkittiin tar-
kemmin kiinalaisten opiskelijoiden kognitiivista sitoutumista verrattuna muihin 
kansainvälisiin opiskelijoihin kiinnittämällä huomiota opiskelijoiden vastaamis-
tyyleihin. Tulokset osoittivat, että kiinalaiset opiskelijat saivat korkeampia pis-
temääriä pintasuuntautuneessa lähestymistavassa kuin muut kansainväliset 
opiskelijat, mutta ryhmien väliset erot olivat pieniä. Tuloksia tulkittaessa täytyy 
kuitenkin huomioida opiskelijoiden erilainen vastaustyyli. Tulokset osoittivat 
myös, että kiinalaiset opiskelijat olivat yhtä syväsuuntautuneita ja suunnitelmal-
lisia opiskelussaan kuin muut kansainväliset opiskelijat.  Kiinalaiset opiskelijat 
voisivat olla vielä enemmän syväsuuntautuneita ja suunnitelmallisia opiskelussa, 
jos opiskelijoiden erilainen vastaustyyli otetaan huomioon.
Osatutkimus III ja IV tutkivat kansainvälisten tohtoriopiskelijoiden jatko-




kelijoiden kokemuksia yhdistämällä kvantitatiivista ja kvalitatiivista aineistoa. 
Osatutkimus analysoi opiskelijoiden kokemuksia jatko-opintojen tyytyväisyyteen 
liittyvistä tekijöistä ja ajatuksia opintojen lopettamisesta. Tulokset osoittivat, 
että tyytyväisyys opinnoissa oli yhteydessä positiivisiin ja negatiivisiin kokemuk-
siin tutkimusprosessin ohjauksesta sekä positiivisiin kokemuksiin henkilökoh-
taisesta elämänpiiristä. Tulokset osoittivat myös, että humanistisen tiedekunnan 
opiskelijat olivat vähiten tyytyväisiä jatko-opintoihinsa. Tyytyväisimpiä olivat 
opiskelijat, jotka eivät olleet vielä päättäneet väitöskirjan muotoa; monografia 
vai artikkeliväitöskirja. Lisäksi tulokset osoittivat, että opintojen keskeyttämistä 
olivat useammin ajatelleet opiskelijat, joilla oli vaikeuksia väitöskirjan ohjauk-
sessa sekä laitokseen liittyvissä tekijöissä, kuten rahoituksessa, tutkimuksen 
käytännön järjestelyissä sekä hallinnollisissa tehtävissä. Osatutkimuksessa IV 
tutkittiin tohtoriopiskelijoiden jatko-opintojen aloittamiseen liittyvän motivaati-
on ja emotionaalisen sitoutumisen välistä yhteyttä. Tilastollisen analyysin tulok-
set osoittivat eroja ja yhtäläisyyksiä kansainvälisten ja suomalaisten tohtoriopis-
kelijoiden välillä. Tulokset osoittivat, että opintojen alun heikko motivaatio 
uranäkymien laajentamiseen oli yhteydessä vähäisempään tyytyväisyyteen opin-
toihin liittyen. Kansainvälisillä opiskelijoilla motivaatio jatko-opintojen aloitta-
miseen liittyi suomalaisopiskelijoita useammin uramahdollisuuksien kehittämi-
seen. 
Väitöskirjatutkimus tuotti uutta ymmärrystä yliopisto-opiskelijoiden perus-
ja jatko-opintoihin sitoutumiseen liittyvistä tekijöistä osoittamalla, että samassa 
opetus-oppimisympäristössä opiskelevat opiskelijat sitoutuivat perus- ja jatko-
opintoihinsa lähes samalla tavalla. Väitöskirjatutkimus painottaa, että yliopisto-
opettajien on tärkeää tiedostaa ja kehittää ymmärrystään eri kansallisuuksia 
edustavien opiskelijaryhmien oppimisesta nykyisessä erittäin monipuolistuvassa 
kolmannen asteen koulutuksessa. Tutkittaessa ryhmien välisiä eroja tulokset 
osoittivat, että ryhmien väliset tilastollisesti merkitsevät erot olivat kuitenkin 
pieniä tai lähes merkityksettömiä, kun tarkasteltiin vaikutuksien suuruuksia. 
Tulosten perusteella vaikutuksien suuruuksiin on tärkeä kiinnittää enemmän 
huomiota, koska aikaisemmissa vertailevissa tutkimuksissa niitä ei ole juurikaan 
tutkittu tarkemmin. Väitöskirjatutkimuksessa ei havaittu yhteyttä opiskelijoiden 
opintoihin sitoutumisen ja vertaisopiskelijoiden antaman tuen välillä. Väitöskir-
jatutkimuksessa esitetään, että kansainväliset opiskelijat eivät välttämättä hyö-
dynnä parhaalla mahdollisella tavalla vertaistukea ja yhteistoiminnallisen oppi-
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Table 1. Information on international students from the University Register Office record 
at the University of Helsinki 
  % 
Degree Bachelor’s  13.2 
 Master’s  42.7 
 Doctoral  37.5 
 Other 6.7 
Gender Female 54.9 
 Male 45.1 
Faculty Agriculture and Forestry 14.8  
 Arts 20.3  
 Behavioural Sciences 2.8  
 Biological and Environmental Sciences 10.4  
 Law 3.6  
 Medicine 13.3  
 Pharmacy 1.6  
 Science 16.8  
 Social Sciences 13.4  
 Theology 1.5  
 Veterinary Medicine 1.5  
Country of origin Africa 5.0 
(2012-2013) Asia  30.1 
 Europe 50.7 
 Latin American and the Caribbean  3.8 
 North America 4.9 
 Oceania  0.4 
 Unknown  0.9 
 Countries which less than five students originated from 
(information not available due to privacy reasons) 
4.2 
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Cognitive engagement patterns between groups of students with 2.3.1
varying backgrounds 
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2.4 Emotional engagement in academic activities 
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encourage positive doctoral experiences. One under-examined perspective would 
be the association of a student’s personal reasons for undertaking doctoral study 
with academic engagement. Prior studies have reported that major reasons to 
begin doctoral study were, for example, to earn the highest degree in a field, to 
obtain more favourable career status and to develop one’s potential further 
(Kubatkin & Christie, 2006; Zimak et al., 2011). There are a number of studies 
that have reported on international students’ motivations for studying abroad 
(González et al., 2011; Li & Bray, 2007; Llewellyn-Smith & McCabe, 2008; 
Zheng, 2014). For instance, key factors for Portuguese doctoral students were 
their scientific interests, better research opportunities and training, and better 
employment prospects (Araújo, 2007; Delicado, 2010). The students also 
emphasised developing international scientific networks (Araújo, 2007). 
Furukawa, Shirakawa and Okuwada (2013) suggested that the university ranking 
and employment prospects in host countries significantly attracted doctoral 
students in the field of engineering. Those studies offer valuable insight into 
doctoral students’ motivations to pursue a PhD degree, but research is lacking to 
explain whether there are any similarities and dissimilarities in the reasons that 
domestic and international students pursue a doctoral degree. As yet there is no 
research on whether different motivations for pursuing the PhD may be 
associated with a student’s academic engagement (see Study IV).  
The decision to pursue doctoral study must be an enormous one, especially 
for international students who have to invest a large amount of time and money. 
Research attempts that explore not only a wide variety of key factors in 
international doctoral students’ academic engagement, but also the association 
between these factors and engagement in their studies are insightful (see Study 
III). In addition, it is important to deepen our understanding of different kinds 
of student groups, as today many supervisors are responsible for both domestic 
and international students. Some sub-groups of international students may end 
up with lower emotional engagement in their study experiences owing to 
unfamiliar pedagogical, supervisory and research practices (Evans & Stevenson, 
2011).
2.6 Summary of theoretical framework  
University students engage in their studies in an iterative and dynamic process 
between themselves and various dimensions of the teaching-learning 
environment, such as good teaching, assigned tasks in courses and the available 
materials (Figure 1). The learning environments of doctoral students often 
extend beyond the university context, and include national and international 
scholarly communities to which researchers in related fields contribute. Students 
are also absorbed in studying, along with shouldering responsibilities in their 
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personal lives and relevant factors in the personal domain. These dimensions 
and factors may also serve the students as supporting resources to help them 
engage in their studies. However, other factors, such as high demands, may 
interrupt their academic engagement, which may impede students’ academic 
achievements and their development as researchers and highly professional 
experts. In this setting of students’ learning, students engage in their studies 
behaviourally, cognitively and emotionally on the basis of individual factors such 
as their perceptions of the context, motivation and personal background. 
Significantly, this comprehensive process continuously affects the students’ 
evolving academic engagement or reduced engagement, which, in turn, serves as 
the foundation for further academic involvement. Students’ academic 
engagement is an ever-evolving interplay of student and learning environment. 
This is why it is considered both a process and an outcome in educational 
activities.  
Hence, students are involved in their studies in a highly dynamic and 
complicated environment in which many factors are mutually and 
simultaneously interrelated. This doctoral thesis deals with the linkages between 
several dimensions of the teaching-learning environment. In particular, it 
attempts to unpack some unique features of international students by 
illuminating similarities and dissimilarities between different international and 
domestic student groups in the same teaching-learning environment.  
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Summary of the theoretical framework of this doctoral thesis Figure 1.
? ?
 ?  
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5 METHODOLOGY  
5.1 Participants 
Bachelor’s and Master’s level students (Studies I & II) 5.1.1
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Table 2. Demographics of the Master’s and Bachelor’s students in Studies I and II 
Total (%) Asia Non-China
China Europe 
Gender Female 204 (66.4) 53 (57) 31 (72.1) 173 (65.5) 121 (75.2) 
 Male 99 (32.2) 39 (41.9) 11 (25.6) 88 (33.3) 38 (23.6) 
 Unknown 4 (1.3) 1 (1.1) 1 (2.3) 3 (1.1) 2 (1.2) 
Age Under 25 190 (61.9) 55 (59.1) 31 (72.1) 159 (60.2) 118 (73.3) 
 25-29 70 (22.8) 24 (25.8) 8 (18.6) 62 (23.5) 27 (16.8) 
 30-34 30 (9.8) 9 (9.7) 3 (7) 27 (10.2) 9 (5.6) 
 35-39 9 (2.9) 2 (2.2) 0 (0) 9 (3.4) 3 (1.9) 
 40-44 2 (0.7) 0 (0) 0 (0) 2 (0.8) 1 (0.6) 
 45-49 1 (0.3) 0 (0) 0 (0) 1 (0.4) 1 (0.6) 
 50-54 1 (0.3) 0 (0) 0 (0) 1 (0.4) 1 (0.6) 
 Unknown 4 (1.3) 3 (3.2) 1 (2.3) 3 (1.1) 1 (0.6) 
Faculty Agriculture and Forestry 51 (16.6) 32 (34.4) 17 (39.5) 34 (12.9) 11 (6.8) 
 Arts 67 (21.8) 13 (14) 4 (9.3) 63 (23.9) 46 (28.6) 
 Behavioural Sciences 10 (3.3) 1 (1.1) 0 (0) 10 (3.8) 7 (4.3) 
 Biological and  
Environmental Sciences
26 (8.5) 9 (9.7) 4 (9.3) 22 (8.3) 12 (7.5) 
 Law 23 (7.5) 3 (3.2) 2 (4.7) 21 (8) 17 (10.6) 
 Medicine 5 (1.6) 2 (2.2) 1 (2.3) 4 (1.5) 3 (1.9) 
 Pharmacy 2 (0.7) 0 (0) 0 (0) 2 (0.8) 2 (1.2) 
 Science 49 (16) 22 (23.7) 8 (18.6) 41 (15.5) 17 (10.6) 
 Social Sciences 58 (18.9) 9 (9.7) 6 (14) 52 (19.7) 34 (21.1) 
 Swedish School of Social 
Science
8 (2.6) 1 (1.1) 1 (2.3) 7 (2.7) 7 (4.3) 
 Theology 6 (2) 1 (1.1) 0 (0) 6 (2.3) 3 (1.9) 
 Veterinary Medicine 2 (0.7) 0 (0) 0 (0) 2 (0.8) 2 (1.2) 
Student  
status 
Exchange Bachelor’s 73 (23.8) 9 (9.7) 4 (9.3) 69 (26.1) 57 (35.4) 
Degree Bachelor’s 18 (5.9) 5 (5.4) 0 (0) 18 (6.8) 11 (6.8) 
Exchange Master’s 45 (14.7) 4 (4.3) 3 (7) 42 (15.9) 38 (23.6) 
Degree Master’s 171 (55.7) 75 (80.6) 36 (83.7) 135 (51.1) 55 (34.2) 
Language of 
instruction 
English 271 (88.3) 84 (90.3) 40 (93) 231 (87.5) 138 (85.7) 
Finnish 29 (9.4) 7 (7.5) 2 (4.7) 27 (10.2) 18 (11.2) 
Swedish 2 (0.7) 0 (0) 0 (0) 2 (0.8) 2 (1.2) 
Other 5 (1.6) 2 (2.2) 1 (2.3) 4 (1.5) 3 (1.9) 
Length of stay Less than 1 year 190 (61.9) 47 (50.5) 19 (44.2) 171 (64.8) 117 (72.7) 
1-2 years 37 (12.1) 13 (14) 6 (14) 31 (11.7) 10 (6.2) 
2-3 years 28 (9.1) 16 (17.2) 9 (20.9) 19 (7.2) 10 (6.2) 
3-4 years 13 (4.2) 5 (5.4) 2 (4.7) 11 (4.2) 6 (3.7) 
More than 4 years 29 (9.4) 7 (7.5) 4 (9.3) 25 (9.5) 15 (9.3) 
Unknown 10 (3.3) 5 (5.4) 3 (7) 7 (2.7) 3 (1.9) 
Total  307 93 43 264 161 
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The female participants (66.4%) were slightly overrepresented: 57.5% of the 
entire student body registered was female, according to student information 
available from the Student Register Office records for 2011-12 (Table 3). The 
distributions of other student characteristics such as students’ original countries 
and faculty generally represented the whole student body well.  
Table 3.  Information on Master’s and Bachelor’s students at the University of Helsinki 
Total (%) 
Gender Female 648 (57.5) 
 Male 478 (42.5) 
Faculty Agriculture and Forestry 171 (15.2) 
 Arts 362 (32.1) 
 Behavioural Sciences 21 (1.9) 
 Biological and Environmental Sciences 68 (6.0) 
 Law 27 (2.4) 
 Medicine 10 (0.9) 
 Pharmacy 12 (1.1) 
 Science 242 (21.5) 
 Social Sciences 188 (16.7) 
 Swedish School of Social Science 8 (0.7) 
 Theology 17 (1.5) 
 Veterinary Medicine 0 (0.0) 
 Africa (4.3) 
 Asia (30.1) 
 Europe (54.0) 
 Latin America and the Caribbean (4.4) 
 North America (6.8) 
 Oceania  (0.4) 
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Doctoral students (Studies III & IV) 5.1.2
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Table 4. Demographics of the doctoral students in Studies III and IV 
 Total (%) Domestic International  
Gender Female 770 (65.3) 708 (66.5) 62 (51.7) 
Male 383 (32.5) 325 (30.5) 58 (48.3) 
Unknown 31 (2.6) 31 (2.9) 0 (0) 
Age 25-29 316 (26.7) 256 (24.1) 60 (50.0) 
30-34 430 (36.3) 396 (37.2) 34 (28.3) 
35-39 160 (13.5) 153 (14.4) 7 (5.8) 
40-44 89 (7.5) 82 (7.7) 7 (5.8) 
45-49 72 (6.1) 69 (6.5) 3 (2.5) 
50 or over 99 (8.4) 94 (8.8) 5 (4.2) 
Faculty Agriculture and Forestry 118 (10) 93 (8.7) 25 (20.8) 
Arts 239 (20.3) 229 (21.5) 10 (8.3) 
Behavioural Sciences 98 (8.3) 93 (8.7) 5 (4.2) 
Biological and Environmental 
Sciences 
111 (9.4) 95 (8.9) 16 (13.3) 
Law 42 (3.6) 34 (3.2) 8 (6.7) 
Medicine 141 (11.9) 125 (11.7) 16 (13.3) 
Pharmacy 30 (2.5) 22 (2.1) 8 (6.7) 
Science 157 (13.3) 142 (13.3) 15 (12.5) 
Social Sciences 137 (11.6) 124 (11.7) 13 (10.8) 
Theology 59 (5) 59 (5.5) 0 (0) 
Veterinary Medicine 47 (4) 44 (4.1) 3 (2.5) 
Unknown 1 (0.1) 0 (0) 1 (0.8) 
Status Full-time 769 (64.9) 684 (64.3) 85 (70.8) 
Part-time 415 (35.1) 380 (35.7) 35 (29.2) 
Research group 
status 
Individual 636 (54.2) 590 (56.0) 46 (38.3) 
Group 256 (21.8) 215 (20.4) 41 (34.2) 
Combined 281 (24.0) 248 (23.6) 33 (27.5) 
Language of 
doctoral thesis 
Finnish 197 (16.9) 195 (18.6) 2 (1.7) 
Swedish 21 (1.8) 21 (2.0) 0 (0) 
English 924 (79.2) 807 (77.1) 117 (97.5) 
Other 25 (2.1) 24 (2.3) 1 (0.8) 
Thesis format Monograph 418 (35.7) 384 (36.5) 34 (28.6) 
Article based 697 (59.5) 631 (60.0) 66 (55.5) 
Undecided 56 (4.8) 37 (3.5) 19 (16.0) 
Study phase 1/3 253 (22.9) 221 (22.1) 32 (30.8) 
2/3 337 (30.5) 304 (30.3) 33 (31.7) 
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Table 5. Information on doctoral students at the University of Helsinki 
  Domestic  International  
Gender Female 2452 (62.8) 295 (48.2) 
 Male 1455 (37.2) 317 (51.8) 
Faculty Agriculture and Forestry 305 (7.8) 63 (10.3) 
 Arts 778 (19.9) 122 (19.9) 
 Behavioural Sciences 403 (10.3) 25 (4.1) 
 BioBiological and Environmental Sciences 342 (8.8) 88 (14.4) 
 Law 156 (4.0) 26 (4.2) 
 Medicine 389 (10.0) 93 (15.2) 
 Pharmacy 88 (2.3) 12 (2.0) 
 Science 561 (14.4) 72 (11.8) 
 Social Sciences 580 (14.8) 92 (15.0) 
 Theology 238 (6.1) 12 (2.0) 
 Veterinary Medicine 67 (1.7) 63 (10.3) 
5.2 Materials 
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Studies III and IV: Survey for doctoral students 5.2.2
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5.3 Analyses  
Differences in cognitive engagement between various Bachelor’s 5.3.1
and Master’s groups  
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Exploring factors affecting doctoral students’ engagement in 5.3.2
studies  
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Differences in emotional engagement between domestic and 5.3.3
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Differences in students’ extreme response styles  5.3.4
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The following sections present the major findings of each article. Table 6 
illustrates the key engagement dimensions and factors whose relationships this 
thesis has attempted to explore. 
Table 6. Dimensions of academic engagement and factors of interest in this doctoral 
thesis 
Degree Study Engagement dimension Factor associating with engagement 

















e Study I 
Cognitive (approaches to learning) 
Emotional (self-assessed study success 
and stress) 
Teaching and learning environment 
Country of origin (Europe & Asia) 
Study II Cognitive (approaches to learning) 
Country of origin (Chinese & other 
international students) 








e Study III 
Engagement in general 
Emotional (study satisfaction, thought 
about quitting studies) 
Environment factors 
Personal factors 
Study IV Emotional (study satisfaction) 
Motivation and reason for embarking a 
doctoral degree 
Country of origin (Finnish & international 
students) 
6.1 Factors associated with cognitive and emotional engage-
ment of Bachelor’s- and Master’s- level students (Studies I & II) 
In Studies I and II, based on the examination of the indexes of Kaiser’s 
eigenvalues, scree test, the MAP and parallel analysis, two to six factors were 
sought for the dimensions of students’ perceptions of their teaching-learning 
environment, with EFA used in an attempt to achieve a theoretically-sound 
model. A four-factor solution was selected, and the factors were labelled based 
on the items included: Teaching for understanding (F1: Cronbach’s ? = .95), 
Organisation and alignment (F2: ? = .86), Purposeful course assignment (F3: ? 
= .86), Supportive climate (F4: ? = .73) and Relevance and interest (F5: ? = .75).  
The inventory of approaches to learning and studying was also subject to the 
equivalent EFA. A four-factor solution was proposed by the Kaiser criterion and 
a three-factor solution by the scree test. Both parallel analysis and Velicer’s MAP 
criteria agreed on a one-factor structure. Therefore, a factor solution with one to 
four factors was explored, and the EFA ended up with a model having three 
factors for approaches to learning and studying. The factors were labelled Deep
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approach (F1: ? =.77), Organised studying (F2: ? =.73) and Surface approach 
(F3: ? = .64) as proposed by Entwistle et al. (2003). 
Table 7. Correlations between students’ perceptions of the teaching-learning 
environment, approaches to learning, study success and stress 
 Scales 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
1 Teaching for understanding  .742* .789* .427* .715* .278* .234* -.212* .268* -.233*
2 Organisation & alignment .651* .334* .675* .184* .124* -.265* .310* -.288*
3 Purposeful course assignment .456* .570* .334* .269* -.204* .303* -.208*
4 Supportive climate  .296* .181* .159* -.134* .214* -.208*
5 Relevance & interest .336* .221* -.295* .318* -.245*
6 Deep approach  .477* -.262* .342* -.045
7 Organised studying  -.212* .359* -.011
8 Surface approach  -.213*  .128*
9 Study success  -.166*
10 Stress          
Note. *p < .05 
Correlation analysis showed that overall the coefficients of factors measuring the 
students’ experiences of their teaching-learning environment were all significant 
and mostly high (Table 7). The correlation between the deep approach and 
organised studying was positive, but the surface approach was negatively 
related to the deep approach and organised studying. The surface approach 
was negatively correlated with all scales, with the exception of stress. Study 
success was negatively associated only with the surface approach and stress. The 
coefficients of stress with the dimensions of the teaching-learning environment 
were weak, but mostly significant. Stress also correlated positively with the 
surface approach, and negatively with study success.  
The ten scales were computed into a structural equation model, and the final 
model fit the data well (?2 (13) = 25.12, p = .022, CFI = .981, GFI = .981, TLI = 
.959 and RMSEA = .055) (Table 8 and Figure 2). Three dimensions of the 
teaching-learning environment – organisation and alignment (? = .161), 
purposeful course assignment (?= .123), and relevance and interest (? = .102) – 
were significantly associated with study success. Furthermore, study success was 
most strongly related to organised studying (?= .241) and secondly with deep
approach (? = .181). Organisation and alignment was a single significant scale 
associated with stress among other things, and its association was negative (? = -
.288). The surface approach was solely associated with relevance and interest 
(? = -.295). Purposeful course assignment (? = .300) and relevance and interest 
(? = .317) in the teaching-learning environment were suggested as exerting a 
positive influence on students’ deep approach. However, organisation and 
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alignment showed a negative association with the deep approach (? = -.225). 
Organised studying was mostly associated with purposeful course assignment 
(? = .285). 
Table 8. Total effects between scales of teaching-learning environment, approaches to 







Stress Study success 














  0.224 
(0.123) 








Deep approach - 
- 
   0.422 
(0.181) 
Organised studying  - 
- 
  0.411 
(0.241) 
Note. The unstandardized coefficients are given first, and standardized coefficients in brackets. 
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Master’s degrees 
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Table 9. The mean scores of the dimensions of the teaching-learning environment, 
approaches to learning, study success and stress 
Scales (1 to 5 unless specified) 
European 
n = 161 
Asian 
n = 93 
p ?* Power M SD M SD 
Teaching for understanding  3.65 (0.73) 3.87 (0.79) .021 0.28 57.2% 
Organisation & alignment 3.78 (0.75) 3.74 (0.90) ns 0.05 6.7% 
Purposeful course assignment 3.79 (0.71) 3.96 (0.78) ns 0.23 42.1% 
Supportive climate 3.78 (0.81) 3.79 (0.90) ns 0.01 5.1% 
Relevance & interest 3.77 (0.75) 3.82 (0.89) ns 0.06 7.4% 
Deep approach 3.70 (0.56) 3.81 (0.63) ns 0.19 30.6% 
Organised studying 3.36 (0.87) 3.58 (0.70) .041 0.26 51.1% 
Surface approach 2.27 (0.90) 2.53 (0.78) .018 0.32 68.7% 
Stress (1 to 9) 4.84 (2.26) 4.75 (2.21) ns 0.04 6.1% 
Study success (1 to 9) 6.73 (1.23) 6.55 (1.43) ns 0.14 18.8% 
Extreme response (0 to 1) .238 (0.213) .251 (0.251) ns 0.06 7.4% 
Notes: ns p > .05; * ? ? 0.2 (small), 0.5 (medium), 0.8 (large).  
?????????? ???????? ???? ????????????????????????????? ????? ???????????????????????
???????????????teaching for understanding??organised studying ????????surface 
approach???????????????????????????????????????????????????????????? ??????????





used the surface approach (M = 2.53, SD = 0.78) with small effect sizes (? = 
0.26, 0.32, respectively). There was no significant difference between the groups 
in choosing the extreme scale options.  
Study II furthermore focused on the Chinese students and compared their 
use of the approaches to learning and studying with the other international 
students (Table 10). The results suggested that Chinese students (M = 2.65, SD = 
0.67) employed the surface approach to learning more than the other 
international students (M = 2.29, SD = 0.86), but the size of the difference was 
small (? = 0.433). Although the sample of the Chinese students was not very 
large, the power to detect the effect size was fair (74.7%), albeit slightly below 
Cohen’s (1992) recommended level (80%). On the other hand, there were no 
significant differences in the means of the deep approach and organised 
studying. The effect sizes were small; that is, the one for the deep approach (? = 
0.233) was slightly above the lowest criteria for the small size, and the one for 
organised studying (? = 0.125) was below the small size criteria. The result for 
students’ tendency to choose more extreme answers showed that the Chinese 
students were less likely to use extreme options than the other international 
students.  
Table 10. A comparison of the mean scores of the approaches to learning and the extreme 
response scale 
Scale (1 to 5 unless 
specified) 
Chinese 
n = 43 
Other international
n = 264 
p ? Power M SD M SD 
Deep approach 3.64 (0.62) 3.78 (0.61) .158 0.233 29.2% 
Organized Studying 3.57 (0.74) 3.47 (0.85) .448 0.125 11.8% 
Surface approach 2.65 (0.67) 2.29 (0.86) .009 0.433 74.7% 
Extreme response (0 to 1) .165 (0.222) .271 (0.230) .005 0.463 80.1% 
Referring to the approaches to learning and studying as a form of cognitive 
engagement, Studies I and II explored to the extent to which different groups of 
international students engaged in learning. In the course of the studies, three 
dimensions in the teaching-learning environment – organisation and 
alignment, purposeful course assignment and relevance & interest – were 
identified as factors that can contribute to international students’ cognitive 
engagement, such as deep approach to learning and organised studying. 
Furthermore, the results suggested that students who employed the deep 
approach and organised their studies well assessed their studies as being 
successful. The results also showed that the differences in intensities of cognitive 
engagement between different student cohorts remained low, although there 
were some statistically significant differences. The analyses of extreme response 
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?????????????????????????????????????????????? ???????????????????????????????
6.2 Factors affecting international doctoral students’ academic 
engagement (Study III) 
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Table 11. Frequency of students’ comments on promoting and hindering factors 
Themes Promoting Hindering 
 f % f % 
Scholarly community 139 (41.0) 55 (19.4) 
Departmental issue  68 (20.1) 97 (34.2) 
Subject matter 55 (16.2) 53 (18.7) 
Emotional 55 (16.2) 15 (5.3) 
Cultural 4 (1.2) 31 (10.9) 
Private domain 8 (2.4) 21 (7.4) 
Miscellaneous 10 (2.9) 12 (4.2) 
Total 339  284  
???? subject matter? ????????? ?????????? ????????? ??? ?????? ????????? ?????????
???????????? ?????????? ?????????????????????? ????????? ?????????????? ??????????
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Association with students’ satisfaction with their studies 6.2.1
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Association with the intention of dropping out  6.2.2
??????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????????
??????? ??????? ????????? ??????????? ????????? ??? ???????? ???? ????????? ??????????






Table 13. Factors explaining students’ thoughts of dropping out of their doctoral studies 
 
Coefficient 
(?) SE Wald Odds Ratio 95% CI 
Intercept -1.60*** 0.41 15.55   
Hindering factor in supervision  
(reported = 1, unreported = 0) 
1.43** 0.47 9.40 4.16 1.67-10.37 
Hindering factor in departmental issues  
(reported = 1, unreported = 0) 
0.92* 0.45 4.20 2.51 1.04-6.07 
Notes. ***p < .001; **p < .01; *p < .05; Nagelkerke R2 = .155 
?
???? ?????????????????????? ????????? ??? ??????????????? ?????????????? ???????? ???
supervision??????????????? ??????????????????????????????????????????????????????
departmental issues? ?????????????????????????? ??? ???? ????????? ?????????????
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6.3 Differences in emotional engagement between domestic and 
international doctoral students (Study IV) 
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Clusters according to motivational profiles for undertaking doctoral 6.3.1
studies  
?????????? ??? ????????????? ????????? ??? ?????? ??????????? ???????? ?? ????????????





in research? ??? ?????? ?????? ????????? ???? ??????? ???????? ???????? ??? ???? ????????
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career orientation? ???? ????????? ?????? ???? ????????? ???? ????????? ??? ???? ??????
????????? low career-oriented?? ????? ??????? ??? career orientation?? ???? ?????????
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Standardised means of students’ motivation scales over the clusters Figure 3.
???? ???????? ?????? high research interest-oriented? ?????????? ???? ???? ????????
??????????? ??? ???? ????????? ?????? ?????? ????????? ??? ???? low research interest-
oriented? ???????? ?????? ?????? ???? ?????? ???????? ???????? ???? ???? low career-






Table 14. Distribution of domestic and international students among clusters 




n = 157 
High research 
interest-oriented 
n = 456 
Low career-
oriented 
n = 202 
Low research 
interest-oriented 
n = 292 Total 
 n % n % n % n %  
Domestic 124 (12.4)* 411 (41.2) 195 (19.6)* 267 (26.8) 997 
International 33 (30.0)* 45 (40.9) 7 (6.4)* 25 (22.7) 110 
Total 157 (14.2) 456 (41.2) 202 (18.2) 292 (26.4) 1107 
Note. *The asterisks indicate significantly more students of either group belonged to the cluster 
according to residual analysis (p < .05). 
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??? ???????????? ??? ????????? ???? ?????????????? ????????? ??????? ???? ?????????? ????
????????? ??? ?? ??? ?? ?? ????? ??????? ????? ????????? ?? ?????????? ?? ?????????
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Comparison between domestic and international students  6.3.2
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7 DISCUSSION  
????????? ????? ????????? ??????? ?????????? ??? ??????????? ??? ???? ???????????? ??? ???
????????????????? ??? ?????????? ????????? ??????????? ??? ?????????????? ??????????
??????????? ??? ???????? ?????????? ????? ??????? ????? ?????? ??? ?????? ???? ??????????
????????? ??? ???? ????? ???????? ???????? ???? ?????? ???? ?????????????? ????????? ???
???????????????????????????????????????????????
7.1 Differences and similarities in academic engagement among 
Bachelor’s- and Master’s-level student groups (Studies I & II) 
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??????? ????? ???????? ?????????? ??????? ??? ???? deep approach? ???? organised 
studying? ????? ???? ?????????????? ?????????? ????? ?????? ??? ???? ?????? ??????????????
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7.2 Factors affecting international doctoral students’ academic 
engagement (Study III) 
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8.3 Reflections on the results 
Automatic synergy among peers and colleagues? 8.3.1
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